Slow eye movements, with absent saccades, in a patient with hereditary ataxia.
Saccadic and smooth eye movements are controlled by separate mechanisms within the nervous system. We describe a patient with familial ataxia, considered to be a form of olivopontocerebellar degeneration, who is incapable of generating reflex or voluntary saccades. She can, however, move her eyes smoothly to the normal limits of lateral gaze, even when her head is prevented from moving. Latency before onset of movement is prolonged, and the velocity of movement is abnormally slow. We postulate that the degenerative process may have affected selectively those cells of the ventral paramedian pontine tegmentum responsible for the generation of saccades; and the the prolonged latency from presentation of a visual stimulus to the onset of movement is related to an inability to generate burst discharges needed to overcome the viscoelastic properties of the orbital tissues.